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Thesis Summary
Imagery is a widely used method of communication. It contains phenomenal power in its
ability to connect to an audience and convey ideas. Contemporary environmental imagery has
been widely utilized by environmental advocacy organizations and those involved in the modern
environmental movement. These types of imagery are used as a call to action, for eco-tourism
promotion, and in political campaigns, as can be seen in imagery distributed by New Zealand
tourism companies and the South Carolina Conservation Voters. Historical images, particularly
World War II propaganda and retro eco-tourism posters, have been reutilized to promote
environmental messages. However, these images bring with them notions of late nineteenth
century conservationist assumptions of class, race, and socioeconomic status that should be
considered. Similar themes can be found throughout images promoting adventure tourism and
extreme outdoor sports. In addition to these contested themes, modern environmental imagery
also raises different ideas of nature and the environment. Because images communicate in ways
much different than words, it is important to view these images with a slightly more critical eye,
understanding the preconceptions that lie behind them, the sense of identification they attempt to
generate, the calls to individual action they evoke, and the contexts in which they were created
and are distributed.
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Introduction
Visual communications have flourished in recent years. Because people often learn and
retain visually introduced information better than verbally presented information, the image has
become instrumental in environmental advocacy campaigns (Abdullah, 2014). In order to
generate understanding of environmental issues, and even to prompt action on these issues,
environmental organizations have recognized the need for utilizing the power of the image
(Parak, 2003). Finis Dunaway explores this power in his work, Seeing Green. He argues that “the
visual media function as an important technology of environmental citizenship, and [he asks]
how various images have enlarged, restricted, or otherwise defined the scope of ecological rights
and responsibilities in modern America” (2015, p. 3).
Images have the ability to transport their viewer to a specific geographic location, to
show him or her what is occurring in that environment, and to portray a place at which the
viewer is not currently present. When looking at an image of a geographical place or destination,
the viewer often expects what he or she sees to be a picture-perfect reality; this poses a
challenge, as it is actually impossible to completely recreate a natural scene. From the exact
position of the photographer to the identification of elements he or she deems worthiest to
document, the photograph rarely ends up being fully objective (Barthes, 1977). In addition to the
challenges of portraying nature objectively, environmental imagery raises challenges in the way
it represents the relationship between humans and the environment.
The challenges in understanding this relationship are exacerbated by the vague definition
of the environment offered by contemporary environmental imagery. This imagery introduces an
expanse of meanings that contribute to ideas of the environment, offering various representations
of the same entity that remains largely undefined. Some elements are left obvious and others

HELPING WHAT? THE MULTIPLE NATURES OF ENVIRONMENTAL IMAGERY

5

subliminal, both of which will be explored through the analysis of environmental images in this
paper, and both of which contribute to the gap between a globally defined environment and the
action individuals are encouraged to take in order to improve it. Kate Manzo has extensively
researched this topic in its relation to representations of climate change. Though I am discussing
a broader view of environmental imagery here, her argument directly applies. She states,
“Previous research demonstrates that iconic representations of climate change are often
distancing (i.e. making climate change seem far away in time and space) and paradoxical in the
way they heighten people’s sense of the issue’s importance while also simultaneously making
them feel less able to do anything about it. The same image, in other words, may be alienating
and disempowering even as it raises public awareness and consciousness.” (Manzo, 2010, p. 197)

The theme of individual action and environmental consumerism is prevalent throughout
contemporary environmental imagery. However, the environment is rarely defined in these calls
to action; it is represented as global and inextricably linked, giving the viewer no agency with
which to affect the larger power relations at play. Ideas of local and global arise, allowing
individuals to feel a sense of gratitude for taking action, but still masking the powerlessness of
individuals within the larger environment.
Despite their purposes, images of the environment also bring with them predispositions
of race, class, and gender. As Lutz mentioned, “these and other issues have sparked interest
across the social sciences and humanities in the question of how people represent various kinds
of human differences—racial/ethnic, gender, historical and class—to themselves and each other”
(1993, p. 3). These predispositions permeate contemporary environmental imagery, changing the
composition of those who identify with the image, those who may feel called to action, and those
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who are inspired to take up environmental stewardship. I will discuss this point through the use
of various forms of environmental imagery.
Beyond these predispositions, environmental imagery can promote diverse messages
through the features of the image itself. Having a textual component alongside an image can
reinforce the image’s message, but it can also raise additional associations and meanings
depending on the words chosen. Reutilizing historical images with an environmental theme also
brings about different ideas of the environment. These are exemplified throughout this work as
ideas of wilderness that do not necessarily transcend the differences between their original and
contemporary distributions. Finally, the lack of specific elements within the images themselves
can allow their meanings to be flexible, as Cosgrove states in his discussion of One-World,
Whole-Earth, and the Apollo Space Photographs. He raised the point that “Whole-earth readings
of the Apollo images have difficulty keeping faith with the local because the photograph’s
erasure of human signs implies the extension of organic bonds across all humanity and the entire
globe” (1994, p. 290). The Whole-earth image’s simplicity and blank background open
opportunity for divergent interpretations of the image, something reflected in a few pieces of
World War II propaganda that I will discuss.
Keeping these concepts in mind, I am going to delve into various aspects of
environmental imagery by analyzing images within three main themes: World War II
propaganda, New Zealand eco-tourism, and South Carolina politics. In this analysis I will
contrast cultural, literal, and symbolic messages as they are communicated through modern
environmental imagery. My experiences living in both New Zealand and South Carolina, my
observations of the emphasis on eco-tourism in New Zealand, as well as my exposure to and
work in sustainable transportation in both areas will assist me in taking a closer look at a few
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pieces of contemporary environmental imagery. Drawing examples from global trends and
methods of environmental advocacy, I hope to bring attention to the themes, ideas, and
challenges brought about by this type of imagery.
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Chapter 1:
Helping a Definitionless Environment
As I was getting ready to leave work one afternoon at the Greater Wellington Regional
Council, I looked over to the Sustainable Transport pod to say goodbye to my coworker Susan.
She was showing the rest of the stragglers a poster on her computer. It read, “You are helping by
cycling when you can" and featured a man in a suit riding a bike. It seemed quite reminiscent of
an old advertisement. Susan enthusiastically exclaimed that she would have to get some of those,
thinking of using them to promote cycling. There was much potential to use the poster in the
Council’s cycling projects, as this historical image could boost interest. The team soon greeted
the poster with overwhelming approval and an eagerness to incorporate it into a sustainable
transportation campaign as Susan suggested.
Though the team in which I worked was composed of people with a passionate drive
toward increasing efficient and environmentally friendly transportation in the Wellington region,
their agreement with Susan showed how easily the historical connotation of war could be peeled
away from the images. Shown in figures 1-3, these artifacts were easily assimilated into an
environmental discourse, as their primary focus was walking and cycling. The posters’ pliable
meanings enabled an association with modern environmental efforts and a disregard for (or lack
of knowledge of) their original context, which will be further explored. In both the
environmental and war framings, these images encourage walking and cycling, but for incredibly
different and underlying reasons.
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Fig. 1- “You are helping by walking short distances,” one of the three historical posters
gifted from Cecil. H. Andrews to the Te Papa National Museum in Wellington, New
Zealand.

9

HELPING WHAT? THE MULTIPLE NATURES OF ENVIRONMENTAL IMAGERY

Fig. 2- “You are helping by cycling when you can,” one of the three historical posters gifted
from Cecil. H. Andrews to the Te Papa National Museum in Wellington, New Zealand.
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Fig. 3- “You are helping by carrying your shopping,” is the last in set of World War II propaganda
posters donated by Cecil H. Andrews and available at the Te Papa National Museum in Wellington, New
Zealand.
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The “You are helping by….” posters were originally created by Henry Hildesley, Ltd. in
1940. Three posters were printed, all containing one phrase. The phrase on each poster begins
“You are helping by” and ends separately with “cycling when you can,” “walking short
distances,” and “carrying your shopping.” Initially printed in Great Britain to encourage
resource conservation during World War II, the “You are helping by” posters were donated to
the Te Papa national museum in Wellington, New Zealand by Cecil H. Andrews. This
businessman amassed a collection of such posters during the war and encouraged his clients to
display them in store windows in the likes of Woolworths, McKenzies, and James Smiths (Te
Papa Museum). The posters were designed with eye-catching, bright colors, an addition that
seems likely to encourage citizens to stop and investigate. The simple message was easy enough
to understand: do your part in helping conserve resources for the war. The focus was clearly
directed toward individual action and encouraged the idea that limiting one’s own resource use
was not only the best action individuals could take to support the British troops, but also that
doing so made one a reputable citizen. Doing so was an act of patriotism.
This set of posters was distributed throughout New Zealand during World War II, as the
country was governed under the British Crown until 1947. Similar rations were seen in New
Zealand as those in Great Britain, giving the posters a sense of validity in each country. After
they were gifted to the museum in 1967, the posters were available for purchase and printed on
various forms of merchandise (Te Papa Museum). The image-laden merchandise, such as
notepads and reusable shopping bags, brings the posters closer to public view. Though the
originals remain in the museum archives, the reprints’ new status as merchandise allowed their
message to drift away from primarily enforcing war rations.
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Sense of Temporality
During wartime, Henry Hildesley Ltd.’s “You are helping” posters contained the promise
of an end; they encouraged individual action to ease the burden of war. Those who responded
with action were able to grasp the temporality of their efforts. Once the war ended, it would no
longer be necessary to carry one’s groceries home or to walk or cycle rather than taking
motorized transit. By bringing these posters back into a different century and into the public eye,
the possibility of resurfacing a mentality of temporary individual action remains. This relatively
short-term, personal solution of sustainable consumerism is emblematic of the modern
environmental movement in the United States, yet creates an environmental “fix” that only
seems to go so far. Dunaway has specifically noted the challenges encouraging individual action
and consumerism creates for large-scale change and environmental progress (2015). These forms
of action are difficult to embrace, as there is often no clear or tangible result of small actions
taken in the name of the environment. It is fairly clear to see how reducing intake of petroleum,
as the posters suggest, could help conserve fuel that will be used by soldiers on the battlefront. It
is more difficult to understand how the value of individual actions such as avoiding use of plastic
bags or cycling rather than driving will be of significance to the global environment. Reducing
petroleum consumption can be a more daunting task when one does not fully understand or
visibly see how it is impacting the environment. The unclear linkage between action and
environmental result can be attributed to the ambiguity of the environment. It so often seems to
be a vague, indeterminate entity that no one person can change. It is global, yet undefined.
Raising a comparison between reducing petroleum consumption for the war and reducing
petroleum consumption to help the environment creates a sense that the temporary fix that
worked in the 1940s may also work for the environment now. It implies that like the war,
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limiting one’s fuel use for a few years will be enough. This may not necessarily be the case. The
anonymity of the environment blurs understanding of the continuous efforts that will be
necessary to mitigate human damage on the environment. Despite the challenge of identifying
this entity and of the timeline along which one is suggested to act, “helping the environment”
continues to be encouraged through individual action.
Blank Slate
Reusable shopping bags, cycling, and walking are commonly encouraged individual
environmental efforts today. Looked at without an awareness of the “You are helping” posters’
original context, the “You are helping” posters can lend themselves to an environmental
message, perhaps more easily than signifying a direct, wartime effort. Nothing on the posters
themselves signifies the war. By disregarding the historical content of the “You are helping”
posters, one can discover resounding calls to action in the name of the environment: walking or
cycling instead of taking a car, carrying one’s groceries, or using reusable grocery bags. Though
the posters have not been distributed along storefronts as they originally were in the 1940s and
1950s, they disseminate a specific message reflective of common contemporary environmental
imagery.
What makes these pieces of propaganda hint at environmental themes if there is no
imagery of what many consider to be the natural environment – no trees, no greenery, no
landscape – just a blank, white canvas with some people and some words? It is precisely the
presence and absence of the aforementioned elements that enable the transferability of messages
for this propaganda. Because the images consist primarily of a representation of a human and one
sentence backed by a color swatch, there is much flexibility when it comes to the posters’
meaning. The white background serves as a blank slate, allowing one freedom of imagination in
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assigning a purpose to the message that is displayed. This echoes the vagueness of the
environment and its lack of one precise definition. The simplistic design of the “You are helping
posters” allows for a wider expanse of possible purposes behind and meanings of this particular
set of posters, reinforcing the multiple meanings of the natural environment.
What is a bit more perplexing here is understanding why the woman is carrying her
shopping both in a canvas bag and on its own when the man “walking short distances” is
carrying his items in paper bags. Transferring the woman “carrying her shopping” into a modern
day context most immediately raises thoughts of using reusable or canvas grocery bags as an
environmentally conscious action. Taking this action allows one to eliminate personal use of
plastic bags, which in turn reduces personal petroleum consumption and disposal of nonbiodegradable plastic bags – those that can take millennia to decompose (Hopewell, 2009).
Let’s take a minute to assess this image in the context of World War II. What purpose
does carrying one’s shopping serve for the war effort? Plenty of individuals carry their shopping
today. Or they drive their weekly shop to their homes. But in what situation would this woman
be carrying her shopping rather than doing something else with it? The most likely explanation is
that “carrying her shopping” allows her to avoid taking public transit, therefore conserving fuel.
The image of the man “helping by walking short distances” with his bags implies that the focus
is not on the bags themselves, but rather on the walking. This suggests that the target, or focus, of
the poster is the method by which the man and woman are getting to and from the grocery store.
In this case, both the message and purpose have changed (the message has transitioned from a
focus on carrying bags to the bags themselves, and the purpose has changed from conserving
resources for the war to limiting impact on the environment), yet the blank slate of the posters
allows all to be effectively conveyed.
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Historical Images and the Transformation of Messages
Examining the relationship between individuals and public transportation over time
becomes particularly interesting in the context of the “You are helping” posters. When the
posters were originally distributed sometime between 1940 and the end of the war in 1945,
taking motorized transportation was something to be avoided. Public transport is now suggested
by environmentalists as a way to reduce both personal carbon emissions and a community’s
collective emissions. Though cycling and walking are undoubtedly better options when looking
for carbon emissions reductions, taking public transportation is still encouraged. The key
component to understanding these relationships is the prevalence of the individual automobile.
During World War II, figures 1, 2 and 3 all referenced reminders to reduce petroleum
consumption by limiting one’s use of public transportation and automobiles. Indeed, the
phenomenon of the personal vehicle was never as pronounced in England and New Zealand as it
was – and still largely is – in the United States; most of the population continued to rely on larger
trams and buses rather than their own vehicles within the decade of the war (Cowan, 1997).
Because petrol was highly restricted during the war, there was rarely enough fuel to keep all
transportation systems running as often as before. Considering the geographical location of New
Zealand and the hundreds, even thousands of miles that oil would need to be transported via ship,
it is highly improbable that New Zealand did not experience the same, if not even stricter,
rationed petrol supplies as England (Law, 2011).
Beyond this relationship between people and transportation is a relationship between
individuals and the wider society. Revamping retro artifacts to call people to action or to
cultivate a sense of identity in times of large-scale crisis (i.e., war) has occurred in many
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instances beyond the “You are helping” posters and has also filtered into the environmental
movement. Two such examples of revamping historical images are the re-creation and
distribution of Rosie the Riveter and Keep Calm and Carry On posters and merchandise. Each is
used in a modern context. Such use suggests contemporary nostalgia for the older propaganda,
refurbished for current issues. Rosie the Riveter is an image typically associated with feminism
and gender equality in the United States. This wide association was not yet developed in the year
of its original release. The painting of Rosie is pictured on T-shirts, canvas shopping bags,
stationary, and a plethora of merchandise, giving buyers a sense of identification with feminism
or simply an appreciation of historical propaganda, mirroring the nostalgia for an earlier period
exhibited by the “You are helping” posters in Figures 1-31.
With these three different examples of recirculated propaganda, it is clear that the modern
purposes associated with each have been transformed by societal norms, history, and mass
culture, diverging from their original intent upon first distribution. It is precisely the images’ lack
of an obvious, specific context that allows the same image to be used for multiple purposes, one
of which is contemporary environmental advocacy.
In essentially cutting and pasting historical images from the 1900s to the 2010s, many
social and political differences are unaccounted for, making the original message transferable,
but leaving gaps in the clarity of its purpose. Using a decades-old artifact to encourage
environmental action leads to promotions that are interesting but not necessarily fully applicable
to the focus on reducing environmental impact.

1

See Appendix.
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“Helping” Language
An analysis of the text in the “You are helping” posters brings attention to this idea of
“helping.” By emphasizing the word “helping” in each image, the viewer receives a call to
action. They could be helping! Helping is a good thing. Why wouldn’t one want to help? The
positioning of the word “helping” underneath the image of a citizen engaging in an everyday
action makes it seem as though “helping” would be a regular, easy thing for the viewer to do—or
at least for the viewer that identifies with those pictured on the poster set. However, in a
contemporary and environmental context, this vague language merits much explanation. Who
would the viewer be helping? Why would or should this person help? When is this person
supposed to help and for how long? Would the help the viewer provides result in any gains to
him or herself, or only to the unknown entity that he or is being encouraged to help?
By including phrases that are relatively vague on their own: “You are helping by walking
short distances,” “You are helping by cycling when you can,” and “You are helping by carrying
your shopping,” the posters signify the flexibility of purpose behind the suggested action of
helping. One could just as soon be “helping” the environment, “helping” demonstrate an
awareness of climate change, “helping” reduce carbon emissions, or “helping” reduce
dependency on oil as a fuel source as he or she could be “helping” conserve fuel for his or her
country by engaging in the actions suggested by the posters. Each method of helping appears as a
valid interpretation of the text, as there are no particular elements of the imagery that suggest the
message of the posters is solely dedicated to war efforts. Even the humans pictured in the posters
do not convey too much meaning regarding the intent of the actions the posters suggest; they are
simply carrying shopping, walking, and cycling.
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The language of helping, a topic well-studied and researched by Murray Edelman and
brought to attention in Dove’s “Rain-forest Crunch” thesis, becomes useful in understanding the
challenges the phrases pose for taking action. Within his article on tropical deforestation and
development, Dove mentions the trap of ‘helping’ into which Western countries often fall. A
more in-depth analysis shows that, rather than helping improve livelihoods of native people in
the tropics as intended, American purchases of “Rain-forest Crunch” and “Rain-forest Crisp”
cereals obscured the foundations of the real issue at hand and contributed to the further
entrenchment of natives’ disadvantaged political and social standings (1993). Though U.S.
purchasers could feel a sense of personal relief from donating money to a seemingly worthy
cause, the actual result of their contributions was unclear. This showcases the challenges of the
language of helping. Helping in this way allows an eased conscience, yet rarely solves the entire
issue. It encourages a one-time donation or singular action, which has been proven to be
ineffective at fully mitigating environmental issues (Dunaway, 2015).
But even those who incorporate these actions into their everyday lives, make choices with
a consideration for the environment, and actively practice environmental consumerism are often
just as powerless to control how others and the environment are being helped and hurt by their
purchases and actions.
“Helping by cycling when you can, by walking short distances, and by carrying your
shopping” all lead to even more obscure environmental results than does the product purchasing
above. At least the purchaser of “Rainforest Crunch” and “Rainforest Crisp” had information
about the final destination of his or her dollar, despite the unexpected negative effects. The
illusion of direct impact was presented to the purchaser; this impact was not the reality. This can
be observed in individual actions to reduce carbon emissions. With no immediate environmental
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return, it can seem as though the good deed is entering a massive void and leaving the individual
confused as to how he or she actually helped. Individuals engaging in actions such as traveling
sustainably, saving water, or saving fuel can feel personal gratification from their contribution,
yet remain relatively ineffectual or at least uncertain of how their contribution plays into the
wider power relations contributing to water insecurity and petroleum dependency.
Taken in a contemporary environmental context, the “You are helping” posters advocate
a stance that has been taken throughout the history of the American environmental movement.
This is reflected in the trend of environmental consumerism, as it emphasizes personal,
individual actions as a method of mitigating environmental problems. Emphasis on the
individual detracts attention from more large-scale corporate practices and policy initiatives,
some of which would legally bind companies to include environmental mitigation strategies. By
encouraging citizens to abstain from driving, taking public transportation, and/or purchasing fuel,
the posters reflect the “think global, act local” trend. This trend perpetuates the focus on
individual action to reduce environmental impact. By “thinking global,” something already
established as an extremely difficult task due to the amorphous nature of the global environment,
one might seek to reduce his or her impact. However, the method of doing so— “acting local”—
suggests individual over collective action. Jasanoff argues that “ideas of belonging and
stewardship can develop on a planetary scale: the slogan ‘think globally, act locally, affirms both
the possibility and the promise of connecting global issues back to more personal scales of
meaning” (2010, p. 241). Though the phrase may encourage environmental stewardship, it is
important to consider the way in which the earth must be represented and socially constructed in
order for this personal meaning to arise and the which in way that representation either changes
or reinforces one’s understanding of the world.
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Wider Relations of Power and Responsibility
The prevalence of environmental consumerism as a solution to environmental
degradation is still evident today and is highlighted by ads such as the Colgate toothpaste
commercial that aired during Superbowl 50. To set the stage, the back of a white man is pictured.
He walks up to a sparkling bathroom sink, turns on the faucet, and proceeds to brush his teeth
without turning off the faucet. With only the sound of him brushing and the water running as
background noise, the camera zooms in on the sink and away from the man. A hand with a pear
covered in dirt appears under the faucet, washing it off to be eaten. Next we observe a set of
wrinkled, elderly hands cupped around a bowl, collecting water that is presumed to be drunken
or cooked with at a later time. Finally, a young girl is pictured (Fig. 6). She is the only figure in
the ad with a visible face. Her sweater appears to have a few rough spots and dirt stains. She
cups her hands under the faucet, her mouth wide open well before she has collected enough
water to bring to it, anticipating the refreshing nourishment and giving an indication that she may
not have had any fresh water to drink in some time. By allowing the audience to establish a
connection with only this one figure, the commercial generates a sense of pity and empathy for
the little girl. She represents innocence and a lack of access to clean water. The American man
brushing his teeth is associated with taking water away from her. The ad implicitly argues that
her lack of access is directly linked to his act of leaving the faucet running.
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This type of environmental imagery is a call to action, suggesting American citizens
should have a responsibility to take action in light of water crises elsewhere in the world. Calling
the American population to action to save water can be compared to the “You are helping
posters,” as they instigate everyday actions. However, the Colgate ad also provides insight into
the wider environmental significance of taking those actions, (which the “You are helping”
posters largely fail to do) but maybe not to the extent desired. The ambiguity of the water crisis
suggested by the ad leaves the viewer with an unclear idea of how turning off a tap will truly
“help” others establish water security. The ad assumes that the man is somehow connected to the

Fig. 6- A little girl cups her hands to collect water to drink in the 2016 Colgate Superbowl commercial.

little girl, that all the water she needs is attached to that coming out of his faucet. This is
premised upon the idea of the global environment as a large, unknown entity, where all seems to
be connected, yet no clear path to mitigate environmental problems is seen.
One might feel guilty for not conserving water with the image of the girl in mind,
but that individual still is in no place of power to ensure she has sufficient water to drink.
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What this particular imagery fails to display are the power relations that may not allow
the child to reach sources of clean water. Individuals acting to prevent water wastage in reality
have no direct power in determining the end destination of their saved water. One might feel
guilty for leaving the tap on, but the individual can see that he or she cannot immediately change
the girl’s situation (at least not by reducing personal waster use). Getting those four gallons of
saved water to a child across the world requires much more than a simple donation. Larger
political and social inequalities come into play, revealing the gaps in the environmental
consumerism approach to environmental issues. Though this message does promote national
water use reductions, it also causes one to assume significant reductions can be made purely in
United States’ households.
Encouraging individuals to reduce water consumption while brushing their teeth appears
to be a worthy cause, yet does nothing to show how this decreased water use might “help” or by
what means individual reductions in consumption improve the livelihoods of others. Turning off
the faucet while brushing teeth is a task easy enough to complete. It allows one to feel that he or
she has made a personal contribution to humanitarian and environmental efforts, reminiscent of
the earlier mentioned “Rainforest Crunch” and “Crisp” thesis. However, the television
advertisement lends no perspective toward the amount of water used to produce Colgate
toothpaste and to maintain factory production of the commodity. Is the commercial about saving
resources simply for their own sake and not taking them for granted? Is it about Colgate’s brand
image? Or is it about improving others’ access to safe water supplies? Regardless of the answer,
the ambiguity of the environment and how one might impact it remains.
Modern environmental imagery’s tendency to embody various forms (old war
propaganda, television commercials, revamped historical artifacts) has not detracted from some
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of the common themes expressed within it today, such as resource awareness and personal
action. The “You are helping” posters brought attention to the petrol rations, and the Colgate ad
called awareness to limited water resources. Both served as calls to action, yet are premised upon
an ambiguous, global, inherently connected environment.
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Chapter 2:
Racial and Socioeconomic Divides Presented by Environmental Imagery
Ecotourism and Adventure Sports
Eco-tourism is a budding industry worldwide, especially in New Zealand. The country is
marketed as a green adventure playground, something that attributes a unique and authentic
nature to New Zealand, exemplified by Tourism New Zealand’s “100% Pure New Zealand”
slogan (Tourism New Zealand). Much advertising centers around outdoor activities, with many
images focused on the Great Walks and the national parks. The Tongariro Alpine Crossing is
recognized as the most popular Great Walk that can be completed in one day, and Milford
Sound, a fiord located in Fiordland National Park and termed “the eighth wonder of the world” is
one of the most popular national park destinations. With international tourist arrivals 4,000%
higher in 2014 than in the 1950s, it is clear that the tourism industry has boomed through the turn
of the century and beyond (Eijgelaar, 2006). Images play a central role in promoting this
subsector of New Zealand tourism, and they have been playing such a role since the 1950s. Ecotourism promotions have recently fused the historic with the modern by creating retro designs
and using remakes of vintage New Zealand postcards for tourism promotion. Three examples of
such postcard art are displayed in Figures 7-9.
Each of these postcards tells a story of its own, but looking at the three together amplifies
their common themes. Figure 7 shows a young, white couple “tramping” through the New
Zealand mountains. One could guess that they are on one of the Great Walks in the Kiwi bush or
touring New Zealand for the first time, as the text at the top reads “Carefree Holidays.”
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Fig. 7- Retro tourist promotional postcard
showcasing a couple on holiday in New Zealand

Fig. 8, Fig. 9- Retro promotional postcards for New Zealand showcasing Maori heritage
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This couple is young, looks physically fit, and is outfitted in nice clothing—though very 60sesque clothing at that. Each has a pair of hiking shoes, and the male is carrying a backpack, one
that appears designed for hiking or outdoor recreation. It appears to be summer (the peak of
tourist visitation in New Zealand), or otherwise spring or early autumn judging by the snow-free
trail, clothing choices of the couple, and the nearest mountain covered in green grass. The couple
seems to have the trail entirely to themselves, suggesting that vacations in the New Zealand bush
are quiet and secluded, or at least have some degree of isolation; this is a motif found throughout
contemporary promotions as well.
I saw many images such as these when in New Zealand, especially at tourist destinations
such as the Franz Josef Glacier and in Queenstown, where the trips to Milford Sound were sold.
However, my experience of hiking two of the Great Walks sharply contrasts with the experience
pictured in Figures 7 and 10. The Tongariro Alpine Crossing was quite the opposite of isolated
and desolate – though it should be noted I completed it over the Easter holidays. In fact, my
hiking partner and I were required to slow our pace in order to keep in line amongst the mass of
people completing the crossing that day, following as if ants bringing food to the queen in a
single-file, seemingly endless line. More elements than simply seasonal popularity and hours of
daylight factor into the multitude of trampers we encountered that day. The crossing is a traverse
over a volcano within the Tongariro set of 12 cones (these cones include Mount Ngauruhoe, the
volcano used to represent “Mount Doom” in The Lord of the Rings films), all of which remained
dormant until the 2012 eruption of Te Māri. The Tongariro Crossing is exactly as it sounds: it is
a crossing and not a loop, requiring one to have transportation arranged at each end in advance,
requiring much more work than the images suggest. It is predominantly the length of the
crossing—a good 7-9 hour hike of 19.4 kilometers up, over, and down the volcano, —the limited
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sunlight that region receives, and the limited shuttle schedule that make the trail so populated at
those peak times (GeoNet, 2015).

Fig. 10- This photo depicts the New Zealand Tongariro Crossing. It shows one man at the peak
of the trail, closest to the volcano as possible. One can see the volcanic debris and red soil
between the peaks. This imagery was created by a German artist in 2015, made to look vintage
and still communicate a theme of eco-tourism identifying New Zealand as an exotic land of
natural wonders.
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For most tourists, this means taking a shuttle from a hostel or place of lodging to the start of the
trail and another from the end back to one’s accommodation on completion of the crossing. This
often causes an influx of trampers around specific daylight hours. In short, my experience
differed drastically from that pictured in the retro postcard.
Figure 10 epitomizes the theme of solitude in the outdoors in yet another retro postcard.
This image was created in 2015 and is based upon older images promoting New Zealand
ecotourism. Though it is a contemporary piece of imagery, it still fails to provide insight into the
crowdedness of the trail. Figure 10 displays one individual at the highest point of the Tongariro
Alpine Crossing. In reality, there is rarely only one hiker visible on the trail.
The Racialization of Wilderness
Contemporary environmental imagery, such as the “Carefree Holidays” postcard shown
in Figure 7, is about more than simply outdoor recreation. The images are selling an idea and an
experience of nature and wilderness. Historically, this idea has been marketed only to a portion
of the population, as explained by Cronon:
“Ever since the nineteenth century, celebrating wilderness has been an activity mainly for well-todo city folks. Country people generally know far too much about working the land to regard
unworked land as their ideal. In contrast, elite urban tourists and wealthy sportsmen projected
their leisure-time frontier fantasies onto the American landscape and so created wilderness in
their image” (1996, p. 15).

The “Carefree Holidays” poster reflects ideas of socioeconomic status with its portrayal
of two middle to upper-middle class white tourists. Portraying the featured hikers with top-notch
hiking gear suggests that only those who can afford similar hiking gear can attain this ‘carefree
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holiday.’ The idea that, without the proper gear, one will not be as relaxed on holiday, is evident.
This distinction conveys the potential to alienate an entire subset of the tourist population. The
exclusionary tendency here is not entirely surprising, as it has been going on for hundreds of
years. There is a historical trend of wealthy, upper-class men leaving cities (the traditional
“core”) and entering wilderness (beyond the “periphery” of rural areas) as a means to further
improve their intelligence and to draw distinctions between themselves and the rest of society
(Cronon, 1996; Jacoby, 1997). Only the higher class, sophisticated individuals were thought to
have an authentic appreciation of nature.
Adventure tourism as communicated through images has led to an upsurge in outdoor
recreation, and by extension, especially among the millennial generation, an increase in
individuals whom are exposed to nature and engaging with it. Though not always noticed in
adventure tourism, these activities bring with them historically entrenched racial divisions that
should be considered. Some examples of the methods by which young people have developed
interest in such activities are the increasing popularity of Film Festivals and short video segments
showcasing and glorifying adventure tourism, the emergence of the fad of climbing, and the
social status achieved by participation in adventure sports—one that is composed of a sense of
respect for those engaging in such dangerous activities (and more importantly, doing so without
serious injuries) and an ability to afford the equipment deemed necessary for each particular
adventure sport, as this gear is often far from cheap. Take speedriding for example, a high-speed
sport only a decade old that combines features of skiing and parachute flight. In order to even
undergo training, one must have access to special skis, winter gear, a parachute specific to
speedriding, and a piloted helicopter for transportation to the top of the mountain, all of which
cost money, cutting them off from a large subset of the general population.
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Rarely does one see racial minorities highlighted by participating in these sports. This is
exemplified by adventure tourism. Its strong focus on self-improvement, self-challenge, and selfdiscipline has been historically directed to wealthier, whiter communities and echoes early
conservationist thought. Presenting oneself with mental and physical challenges is a theme of
adventure tourism and is exemplified by Nathan Fa’avae’s—the first-place Adventure Racing
World Champion of Ecuador, Spain, New Zealand, France, and Brazil—mantra: “don’t wish it
were easier—wish you were better.” Nathan Fa’avae presented at the 2015 New Zealand
Mountain Film Festival. Aside from Fa’avae, the vast majority of winners were white (NZ
Mountain Film Festival). This exacerbates the racialization of adventure tourism and reflects the
self-improvement through nature that was encouraged by early conservationists. Improving the
self through nature and wilderness requires one to step away from modern society, seeking
solitude in the wilderness.
Identifying wilderness as a place for self-improvement introduces yet another definition
of the environment, highlighting its amorphous nature. Utilizing wilderness as such came about
with its identity of a purifying place of settler origin, at least among Americans. This
understanding gradually arose as America grew. With the start of the eighteenth century came
the Enlightenment and the transformation of wilderness to the sublime. As cities built up and
became polluted, dark, congested places, thoughts that the closer one was to nature, the happier
he or she would be emerged. Becoming more civilized required moving into a city, and moving
into a city made one more out of touch with nature. Romanticism soon swept throughout the
United States, instilling an appreciation of nature for its aesthetic value. This very appreciation
soon became an identifier of a well-raised, sophisticated individual moving into the nineteenth
century (Nash, 1982). Braun goes on to explain nature in contrast to the darkening cities, “a
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place where people became white….” and the “…habits of immigrants could be overcome”
(2003, p. 197), enforcing the view of environmental imagery as targeted predominantly toward
white individuals.
As the topics of race and socioeconomic status have only recently been broached, using
retro images poses challenges for contemporary wilderness and environmental advocacy.
Portraying the holiday-goers in Figure 7 as white, middle to upper middle class people reflects
racial themes common in modern environmental imagery. More often than not, advertisements
for outdoor gear, campaigns to protect the rainforest, and eco-tourism advertisements showcase
only one, prominent racial group: Caucasians. Braun goes further into depth, mentioning that
“In one respect, these racial dynamics were obvious: story after story related the adventures of
white travelers, picturing them in action in exotic natural locations, battling natural elements, or
testing their mettle against raw nature. Persons of color were entirely absent, not only in the
subject material or as article writers but also in advertisements, the one place where nonwhites
may be expected to appear, given the commodity value of multiculturalism…reading this absence
only as an expression of economic class would miss a crucial point, for far from designating a set
of cultural practices that people of color do not have access to, risk culture designates a discursive
order in which they have no proper place” (2003, p. 180).

This brings a set of racial tones to much of modern environmental imagery. When minorities are
pictured, they are often portrayed as a part of the country to see, exoticized and identified as
different, or other, than the tourists and the white local populations. The viewer is expected to
identify with the image of the white hiker in Figure 7 rather than the Maori individuals in Figures
8 and 9. By identifying those of Maori descent as “other,” the images above serve to further
perpetuate this divergence in race, exemplifying the idea of white, middle-class privilege. Some
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aspects of this racial separation can be seen in Figure 7, with the Maori woman acting as the
showpiece for the New Zealand centennial exhibit in Wellington and as the Maori woman stands
apart from the two white tourists in the second image, as if to suggest she is something to be seen
and observed as a part of New Zealand—a piece of the land rather than an equivalent human
being.
In addition, non-white individuals have been historically portrayed as the only figures
that move in representations of wilderness activities (Braun, 2003). These pictures of the white
tourists and Maori women reflect this theme well, as the hikers in the mountains are white, yet
the Maori women are shown standing still, stagnant. This representation gives the notion of
power to the white individuals, as white people are more likely to identify with these
representations of tourists in New Zealand. The tendency of these representations to create ideas
of who belongs in wilderness and who does not allows for the identification of nonwhite people
as “others,” leaving little room for nonwhites to engage in eco-tourism.
Adventure tourism, a risky, adrenaline-fueled set of activities, branches off from ecotourism in a fairly literal way, as much of it takes place outdoors and requires travel to more
remote reaches. Adventure tourism more often than not also retains the same racial dimensions
and disparities as those mentioned above due to the nature of risk itself. For who would continue
to enjoy engaging in life-threatening activities if they no longer became a choice? An important
distinction exists here between those choosing risky activities and those at risk, as being at risk is
“a property that belongs to someone else,” stated by Braun (2003) and positioning the risk-taker
as part of higher class politics than the at-risk.
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Who is helping?
Both the wilderness images in this chapter (Fig. 7-10) and one of the “You are helping”
posters featured in chapter one (Fig. 1) advocate the action of walking, yet in incredibly different
ways. The “You are helping” posters recommend walking as a way to reduce personal
environmental impact and to help the environment. Alternatively, the retro wilderness images
encourage walking for personal recreation and wilderness experience. Both demonstrate an
emphasis on the individual in relation to the environment, but draw distinctions between personal
experience and duty to the environment.
Though the text of the “You are helping” posters has been shown to encourage individual
action, a closer analysis can reveal the racial dynamics of the individuals prompted to take these
actions. The use of the word “you” allows the racial themes of these images to surface and leads
me to question to whom this “you” is specifically referring. Though those wanting to promote an
environmental message through these images may seek to reach all demographics of New
Zealand population, the use of the word “you” combined with the individuals pictures on the
posters can create obscurities as to who is meant to identify with these images. The word “you”
directs the message toward anyone who views and reads the poster, yet still inhibits all but a
specific subset of the population from feeling a sense of identification with those pictured on the
posters. Using the word “you” draws attention to the emphasis on individual action ubiquitous
throughout environmental advocacy imagery and literature. A prominent example of this is
Smokey the Bear and the United States Forest Service. Advertisements and public service
announcements with Smokey the Bear brought attention to forest fires and placed the
responsibility for future fire prevention entirely on the American citizenry. The advertisements’
exclusive focus on white individuals served to create an identification among the American
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white population, but left those of other ethnic backgrounds out of the role of ownership for
forest fires. This assisted in indemnifying the U.S. Forest Service and its policy decisions from
any association with these fires (Kosek, 2012). By tasking individuals with creating this change,
the future of environmental problems rests largely on the decisions of one segment of the
citizenry.
Racial implications can be both eminent and subliminal (Braun, 2002). The “You are
helping” war posters’ portrayal of white, middle class citizens raises racial and social divisions.
Taken in the context of the twenty-first century-sometimes-environmentally-minded culture of
the New Zealand population, these posters bring attention to the actions of white, middle class
Kiwis. Because of their focus on the white population and lack of representation of other
demographically significant ethnicities, these posters produce a division among those living in
New Zealand. The posters’ message eliminates the voices and involvement of not only the
Maori populace, but also the demographically significant Asian and Pacific populations from
environmental initiatives throughout the country. With 74.6 percent of the national population
composed of European ethnicities, 15.6 percent Maori, 12.2 percent Asian, and 7.8 percent
Pacific peoples, the population is clearly more diverse than its representation on the posters
suggest (Statistics New Zealand, 2015a). In addition, this identification with a white “you”
further excludes those already traveling by the means the images advocate. The posters imply
that the purpose of taking these actions is to help, eliminating those who already do so out of
necessity, potentially due to lack of resources such as a bicycle or a stable home.
Another cause of this marginalization is likely the act of redistributing propaganda from
England. There is no native Maori population in England, nor were there nearly as many
individuals that identified with Asian or Pacific nationalities living in England at the time. Even
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now, the percentage of Asian ethnicities only appears in demographic data as “mixed”
individuals with only partial Asian descent and composes only 0.4 percent of the national
population (Office of National Statistics, 2011; O’Brien, 2015). Still, in current times in New
Zealand, the propaganda is seen by many ethnicities with an environmental lens. Viewed with
this lens, the images potentially exclude entire population groups that might contribute to the
environmental effort suggested by the posters, marginalizing non-European ethnicities. This
suggests that a more inclusive type of imagery might be more effective in galvanizing wider
action for environmental stewardship, or more specifically in influencing groups to take
sustainable transportation.
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Chapter 3:
Modern Environmental Imagery’s Role in South Carolina Politics
“Green” Communication
One guide for introducing environmental ideas to a wide base is Mainstream Green. This
coalition of businesses, public agencies, and nonprofit organizations is forming the force behind
increasing acceptance of “thinking green” in Ohio. Part of the Mainstream Green Coalition’s
missions is to develop a more all-encompassing version of environmentalism—one that
transcends party lines, racial differences, and income differences. It is very much premised upon
the earlier discussions of the racialization of environmental imagery. As a coalition with an acute
awareness of stereotypes assigned to environmentalists (shown through their mention of “tree
huggers”), the brand seeks to transform perceptions of environmental ideas into those with
positive associations (Mainstream Green, 2009).
The premise and considerations Mainstream Green brings about helps us think about the
work of the South Carolina Conservation Voters. This statewide nonprofit, nonpartisan
organization serves as the political voice of the state’s conservation community. As the only
source of informing citizens of about federally elected officials’ environmental voting records,
the CVSC’s mission is primarily one of communication. The 501 (c)(3) organization seeks to
increase the proportion of South Carolina constituents who vote for candidates based on their
environmental record—those championing sound conservation policies and the protection of
South Carolina’s land and water resources (Conservation Voters of South Carolina, 2015).
Organizations such as the Mainstream Green Coalition have already assessed which
words (relating to environmental issues) bring about a positive reaction among Ohio focus
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groups, suggesting that others should utilize these more positive descriptors in posing solutions
to environmental problems and in environmental imagery. The attention given to the emotional
effect of Mainstream Green’s words clearly demonstrates the power of text in conveying ideas.
The group conducted research on the emotional effect of particular colors and chose four for its
“brand,” shown in Fig. 11 below. Combining images and words can have an even stronger effect,
as I will examine through the pairing of images and text in the South Carolina Conservation
Voters’ political advertisements (Barthes, 1977; Mainstream Green, 2009).

Fig. 11- Mainstream Green’s set of primary and secondary colors suggested for use in
environmentally promotional materials. Each color lists corresponding adjectives that reflects
associations anticipated by the audience.
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Mainstream Green’s suggestions and the CVSC’s resulting images, are themselves a
critique of the types of imagery analyzed throughout Chapters 1 and 2 of this paper. Mainstream
Green emphasizes choosing pictures of people when promoting ideas of environmental
conservation, clean energy, and other “environmentally driven” agendas. The report argues that
images serve to connect the audience to environmental ideas. It identifies that picture-perfect
scenes of the outdoors may be viewed as privilege, whereas including images of people engaging
in everyday activities outdoors may be more relatable (Mainstream Green, 2009). Mainstream
Green’s point here is reminiscent of Braun’s argument that the viewer is meant to identify with
the image, and attention should be paid to the types of people and activities shown (2003). These
considerations are directly reflected in the political mailers the CVSC distributes preceding
election seasons; many picture recreational activities in the South Carolina outdoors. By actively
suggesting that environmental advocacy organizations shift away from utilizing specific types of
imagery (i.e., Fig. 7 and 10, which represent ideal scenes of wilderness, or Fig. 9 which raises
many questions of class and social standing), Mainstream Green provokes an awareness of the
challenges these types of imagery can raise for supporting environmental efforts in contemporary
times. Different types of imagery also convey different types of nature. Certain scenes display a
recreational theme, some focus on distant wilderness, and yet others—like many utilized by the
CVSC—present a more everyday type of nature2.
Another report, the “Language of Conservation” provides additional guidance as to which
“environmental issue” phrases are most positively received3. This memo bullets out suggestions

2

See Figures 13 and 14 for images of nature representing more everyday activities in CVSC political mailers.
These positive response results were generated by a survey conducted by Fairbank, Maslin, Maulin, Metz, and
Associates, as well as the Public Opinion Strategies in both 2004 and 2009. The 2004 survey consisted of 1,500
phone surveys, with calls to various states through the United States. In 2009, 800 in-person interviews and 100
phone interviews were conducted in a variety of states as well. Results are delineated by percentage in the
“Language of Conservation” guiding documents (2004, 2009).
3
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for environmental advocacy organizations. It is the culmination of extensive research on how
words are received by the general American public. Responses are recorded as positive and
negative. The idea here is to frame environmental issues and conservation ideas in terms that the
public tends to receive more positively than others. The “Language of Conservation” also notes
the strength certain words and linkages of words have in promoting conservation, such as state
land conservation and water protection. These two issues have gone hand in hand in many
environmental advocacy campaigns, and the interviewees participating in the study demonstrated
greater concern about the issues when they were concomitant (Public, 2004).
These linkages are shown in the political mailers the CVSC sends out in each election
season; the last six mailers, which represented six different candidates, all show images of water
in some form or another. Half of these directly mention “conservation” in the text, outside of the
“Conservation Voters” title. Here it can be assumed that the overarching theme of each mailer is
conservation. The images on these mailers include a child on a beach boardwalk with the ocean
in the distance, a sunset over the Lowcountry, two men fishing in the marshlands, a child
kayaking, two women canoeing, and two female youths jumping into Lake Murray for a swim.
Another shows a couple with a young child in hand, swinging her through a sprinkler. All visuals
represent a nature that is identifiable, places that may resonate with South Carolina residents
rather than a wider, more abstract nature.
Though it is showcased in a plethora of formats, water is included in the majority of
publications the CVSC uses to communicate with South Carolina citizens, strengthening the
power of South Carolina’s water as an image to communicate ideas of environmental
conservation. Even in the 2010 Land Conservation SC Poll, South Carolina water was again
identified as one of the topics of both language and imagery resonating most with state voters. In
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a test of seven potential messages in support of a proposed conservation tax, three of the most
positive messages communicated via image revolved around the theme of water. The top three
pictured a white heron in a coastal habitat, a lake bordered by coniferous trees, and a couple
camping creek-side. Even the images that received the most negative responses fell into the
category of water-focused imagery, though these showcased images of pollution and sea life
instead (South Carolina Lowcountry Land Conservation Partnership, 2007).

Fig. 12- One of the South Carolina Conservation Voters’ political mailers. This particular mailing card showcases a child walking
toward the water on a beach boardwalk. The blue and green color scheme and shapes reminiscent of water droplets and bubbles
reflect the themes suggested by Mainstream Green and those identified as important to South Carolinians from the 2010 SC Land
Conservation Poll. This particular scene places the viewer in the position of the parent. Staging the child ahead of parent, out of
arms’ reach but still within eyesight, presents a “safe nature” that exists in South Carolina.
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Fig. 13- An earlier CVSC political mailer, showcasing a young family in South Carolina.

Fig. 14- This CVSC political mailer shows two female youths jumping into Lake Murray in Columbia, South Carolina.
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The connection between modern environmental imagery and the political realm is one
that is less explored, yet extremely informative of how ideas about the environment are
transferred through image and text. The South Carolina Conservation Voters align with the
points Mainstream Green raises, as is evident in their campaigns for legislators who support
strong, environmental agendas. Maintaining consideration of these elements becomes extremely
important as the CVSC acts as “the independent political voice for South Carolina’s
environment.”
A More Inclusive Environment
In comparison with other images already analyzed in this report, it is clear that the CVSC
transcends many of the downfalls that alienate particular groups from engaging in environmental
action or aligning with environmentally-supportive ideas. From the blue and green color scheme
chosen to mimic natural elements (bubbles and water droplets) in the postcard design, the CVSC
has clearly devoted attention to the ways in which it can sway voters toward backing
environmental causes. Including human figures of various ethnicities engaging in various
activities in their campaign materials shows the organization’s avoidance of photographic and
textual choices that demonstrate an exclusive view of environmentalism.
By paying close attention to voter constituency demographics and the particularities of
the candidates at hand, the CVSC designs their “postcards” to communicate directly to each
voter district. Overall themes emerging from the carefully selected images on the mailings
include families, children, and outdoor recreation. Because the audience is specifically defined
and limited to a geographical area, it may be easier for the CVSC to avoid the challenges some
modern environmental imagery poses (issues of race, class, wealth, how to incite action). This is
seen in the racial differences in political mailer images. Counties with a majority African
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American population sometimes receive political mailers featuring African American individuals
rather than white individuals. The families and people pictured are engaging in the same
activities, but are more racially representative. The CVSC has the ability to selectively target
each major subset of its audience. Working with a limited audience and more defined
environments may allow the organization to fully delve into the psychology of the process,
determining which issues resonate most with individual constituencies. This can be based on
voting history or additional surveys like the 2010 Land Conservation Poll. By focusing on policy
and community values more so than political party, the environmental imagery chosen for CVSC
campaigns remains bipartisan, opening the floor for any voter to support the candidate with the
strongest environmental record. Fusing everyday activities with those in support of
environmental legislation adds depth to the CVSC’s featured images, connecting personal
hobbies and recreation underneath a larger, conservation theme.
The focus on everyday activities conjures a sense of empathy, likely seeking to gain that
sense of identification with the images chosen among constituents. The child walking down the
boardwalk on the beach, the family swinging their child through a sprinkler, and the girls
jumping into Lake Murray prompt locals to recognize these actions as something they or their
families would do. The focus on children suggests conservation is important for not only adults,
but also for their children. By offering locales of wilderness, these images provide contrast to
overarching, or traditional, ideas of wilderness—of vast, uninhabited, untrammeled space
(United States, 2004). This allows the CVSC to step away from enforcing nature as a separate
entity, something one has to travel far to experience, and something reserved for the elite. The
depictions chosen by the CVSC allow identification with a type of nature close to home, one
with which constituents can feel a sense of resonance. Instead of associating wilderness with an
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area far-removed, much like those engaging in adventure and eco-tourism do and early
conservationists did, these images capture local wilderness. This strips away some of the racial,
class, and economic distinctions brought about by other forms of imagery discussed in Chapters
1 and 2. Local nature widens the identifying audience to anyone engaging in the forms of
recreation shown and anyone with a connection to those local landscapes. The focus is not so
much on helping an undefined, global environment as it is on emphasizing the need to conserve
the areas locals enjoy and use every day.
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Conclusion
Because images with specific purposes have been reutilized to raise a completely new
environmental messages, it becomes evident that contemporary environmental imagery is diverse
and wide-ranging. From World War II propaganda to retro postcards and political
advertisements, environmental imagery can be found in a plethora of mediums. The expanse of
available mediums and ideas of the environment allows multiple views and understandings of
how the environment, nature, and wilderness are defined.
Each type of imagery suggests some connection with the environment. The “You are
helping by walking short distances” poster (Fig. 1), “Carefree Holidays” retro postcard (Fig. 7),
Tongariro Crossing postcard (Fig. 10), and CVSC mailer with the child walking toward the
beach (Fig. 12) all suggest walking, but each offers a different view of nature and the
environment. The “You are helping” posters serve as a call to action to help the environment,
identifying it vaguely as an external, amorphous thing that needs saving. The Colgate
advertisement also implies this notion of helping, but does little to define the environment,
suggesting that it is globally connected. It implies that individuals can make an impact by
changing a single action, yet provides no means through which to address the wider relationships
of power surrounding water insecurity. The retro postcards promoting eco-tourism in New
Zealand offer a contrasting view. A far-away, detached wilderness is emphasized here. This
wilderness is framed as a place of escape for foreign tourists and implies that “true wilderness”
cannot be found close to home. It suggests that in only these vast, exotic spaces can we feel a
sense of refreshment and refinement from nature, mirroring early conservationist thought in the
United States. In addition, the retro images suggest eco-tourism as an activity for selfimprovement, reflecting themes common among imagery used in adventure tourism and extreme
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outdoor sports promotion. Finally, the images utilized by the South Carolina Conservation
Voters offer yet another definition of the environment. The images included in their political
mailers emphasize water and local recreation, bringing the idea of the environment closer to
home. Those living in the targeted districts can then identify pieces of nature as those they likely
already interact with.
Contemporary environmental imagery’s tendency to showcase many different scenes that
suggest environmental themes and raise various ideas of nature and the environment provides
challenges to environmental advocates today. Without a clear idea of what nature is, one may
find it difficult to protect it or to change their lifestyle to lessen their impact upon it. Herein lies
the premise of this thesis: nature and the environment cannot ever truly be one thing. Beyond
these ideas lie the additional themes environmental imagery raises—those of race, class, and
socioeconomic status. The repeated suggestion of individual action in contemporary
environmental imagery reflects historical legacies of exclusivity and belonging, creating
divisions in the types of people most likely to take these actions and to identify with the imagery.
The images also instill preconceptions surrounding these themes, eliminating specific groups
from feeling a sense of ownership and belonging in the modern environmental movement.
Though imagery has been shown to be an effective method of communication, it is
important to keep these considerations in mind when viewing contemporary environmental
imagery. This imagery can be effective in involving people in the environmental movement and
in increasing awareness, but should be viewed with an attentiveness to the additional themes
evocated by the images’ representations of people and nature.
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Appendix

Figure 4- “Rosie the Riveter” poster, propaganda for World War II. This poster was used
to encourage women to enter the formerly male-dominated factories to assist in the
production of armaments during the war.

Rosie the Riveter is an interesting case in its relation to the “You are helping” posters; it
is often used today to promote something entirely different than its original purpose. Though
most viewers do associate the image with contemporary feminism, the poster itself was created
before the movement was well-recognized. The widespread association of Rosie the Riveter with
the gender equality and the feminist movement did not emerge until after the conclusion of the
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Second World War. This suggests that during the war, the posters may have been viewed as
temporary, that women were encouraged to enter the workforce as transitory replacements for
men. This call to temporary action is reminiscent of that found in the “You are helping posters,”
demonstrating the uncertainty that can occur by reutilizing historical images for different
purposes or messages. During the time the posters were distributed and during the war itself,
images of Rosie enforced the lesser status of women to an extent, as many were not accepted into
the workplace before these times of crisis; women were called in to serve as a back-up industrial
force in lieu of men. Women were encouraged to help on factory lines, manufacturing
armaments and replacing the many deployed males required to leave the workforce for the
military. Despite the women’s heed to the call to action and the work they undertook in
previously male-dominated workplaces, sometimes for lesser pay, many women left the
workplace once the war ended. Some chose to stay, and some were sent home. Though some
chose to remain in the workforce, this was not yet a common female career. Though many
women had proven competence as factory workers, several were shunned from the factories
upon men’s return, perpetuating gender inequality and encouraging female subordination to men.
Rather than serving as the image of feminism and women’s rights we associate her with today, it
can be argued that, due to the above points, Rosie represented the discouragement of women’s
independence and the continuous dominance of the gendered divide between work and home
(Honey, 1985).
Though Rosie the Riveter did resurface around ten years later with an overarching theme
of feminism, this view was far from commonplace during the time of the war, when the poster
was displayed in public spaces. This example shows how easily the meaning of imagery can be
warped as it transfers through time and context, much like the “You are helping” posters. The
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blank background can also assist in transforming the image’s meaning, as nothing on the poster
itself mentions or directly suggests what the women “can do.” The poster background is a blank
slate, opening the image up to various interpretations. War is mentioned at the bottom of the
propaganda, but nothing about women’s post-war role and status is displayed. The “You are
helping” posters exhibit these qualities as well. Both images encourage a sense of wartime
nostalgia, exhibit blank slate qualities that enable their messages to shift with time, and propose
collective effort of working toward a concrete, defined cause (creating arms for the men at war in
the case of Rosie and refraining from utilizing motorized transportation in the case of the “You
are helping” posters) that is so often lacking in modern environmental action.

Figure 5- “Keep Calm and Carry On” was a phrase created by an unknown individual within the Ministry of Information of the
United Kingdom. It was created to provide British soldiers and citizens with moral support through the difficult times of World
War II, but was curiously never mass-distributed until its rediscovery in 2000. (Irving, 2014).
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